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During the current digital age and ongoing gargantuan growth of social media in the 
realm of politics, civic engagement found a new medium to flourish in the form of online 
activism. Certainty, digital communicative platforms have provided unprecedented access to 
information as well as public spaces for underrepresented groups and movements. The ability 
to share and spread information, petitions, and resources in record speed has dismantled 
barriers to engagement and enabled dialogues among citizens and politicians. However, 
detractors of online activism question whether this type of participation translates into offline 
forms of mobilizing. In other words, does participating in forms of “low-cost” activism 
increase the probability an individual will then pursue and engage in “high-cost” activities? 
Recent studies addressing “slacktivism” question whether these digital tools can produce 
sustained momentum or merely contribute to an individual’s psychological feeling of “doing 
good.” This thesis adopts a bilateral approach to examine two areas of inquiry: On an 
individual level, in what ways does social media foster engagement in activism? And, from an 
institutional standpoint, how do digital communicative platforms act as an effective tool to 
dismantle structural barriers to participation? 
The quandary I initially considered for my thesis focused on whether digital activism 
inadvertently undermines the traditional foundations of social movements. However, the 
deeper implications of participating in activism, the aspects that either hinder or entice people 
to engage in greater involvement, and the frameworks of social movements must be 
considered in order to illuminate the complex role social media plays in these processes. To 
effectively tackle these subjects, this paper will begin by examining the background of social 




Specifically, the questions considered include: How does one go from online observer to in-
person participant? Why are some more inclined to take further measures to support social 
movements while others are not? What factors, whether it be personal, political, or ethical, influence 
an individual's engagement with certain social causes? 
My research led me to adopt a more nuanced understanding of activism and how people 
choose to interact with each other, politics, and social media. Furthermore, since digital 
communicative platforms will undoubtedly continue to play an increasing role in personal and political 
relations, it is imperative to identify the ways in which these technologies will effectively fit into the 
existing frameworks of civic engagement. This thesis contends that digital communicative platforms 
augment accessible avenues of participation by disseminating information, disassembling structural 
barriers, and building collective identities and agency through connecting users. 
Literature Review  
Social Movements 
 
  The concept of a social movement developed throughout history and backdrops of 
various political, economic, and social settings. However, the term “social movement” was not 
introduced into scholarly discussion until 1848 when German Sociologist Lorenz von Stein 
coined the phrase in his book, Socialist and Communist Movements since the Third French 
Revolution (Tilly et al., 2019). Presently, the term social movement is widely recognized as “a 
counterweight to oppressive power, a summons to popular action against a wide range of 
injustices” (Tilly et al., 2019: 170). Tilly and his colleagues identify three crucial features of 
social movements: campaign, repertoire, and WUNC (worthiness, unity, numbers, and 




West after 1750. While the movements during this period were typically concerned with 
economic and political changes, including government representation, proletarianization, and 
market capitalization in European countries, the three components established by Tilly provide a 
generally applicable framework.  
Campaigns represent a commitment beyond a single event, petition, or meeting. A 
campaign works to establish the link between the claimant, the object of claim, and some 
populations of the public. This relational aspect emphasizes that social movements are 
established through the collective action of these parties rather than a solo actor or action. 
Additionally, repertoire refers to political action in some type of form. Examples of repertoire 
include public meetings, vigils, coalitions, rallies, demonstrations, and petitions. Finally, the 
components of WUNC include: Worthiness, how participants present themselves; Unity, 
solidarity around a cause, including signaling through material goods; Numbers, scale of 
movement; and Commitment, long-term dedication to change among members.  
In a research study analyzing various social movements conducted by University of 
Southern California Sociology and American Studies professor Dr. Manuel Pastor, some 
additional key elements of social movements are outlined, including: Vision and frame (goal 
setting and context of discourse), Authentic base in constituencies (engaged participants willing 
to organize), Strategy for scaling up, Willingness to network with other movements (building 
“ecosystems” of organizations committed to change) (Kapila, 2016). 
Furthermore, social movements are a form of contentious politics. Contentious politics 
works to “shift the focus from the subjects and objects of contention to the mechanisms that 
connect them to each other and to broader institutions and actors” (Tarrow, 2014: 2). The idea of 




movements that encapsulates diverse forms of popular mobilization, or rather, as a “field of 
interaction among collective” actors regardless of whether it takes the form of a traditional social 
movement or not (Tarrow, 2014: 4). 
Tilly developed the concept of contentious politics in his writing From Mobilization to 
Revolution in 1978. Following the development and limitations of the field, McAdam, Tilly, and 
Tarrow published the Dynamics of Contention in 2001 in order to expand the school of thought. 
With this, the importance of examining episodes of contention rather than just individual social 
movements received recognition. The range of what constitutes an episode is broad, able to be 
either short-term or long-term, local, or transnational (Tarrow, 1989). In addition, concentration 
shifted from analyzing particular movements or traditional elements to capturing the mechanisms 
and processes of contention. Mechanisms in this sense refers to “delimited class of events that 
alter relations among specified sets of elements in identical or closely similar ways over a variety 
of situations” (McAdam et al., 2001: 24). When considering mechanisms in the frame of 
collective processes, three distinct categories exist: Environmental (external factors that affect 
conditions of social life), Cognitive (individual and collective perception that influence 
behavior), and Relational (connections among people and networks, often through brokerage) 
(McAdam et al., 2001: 24). 
Another highlighted process of contentious politics is scale shift, or “the change in 
number and level of coordinated contentious actions leading to broader contention involving a 
wider range of actors and bridging their claims and identity” (McAdam et al., 2001: 331). 
Scale shift plays a crucial role in the longevity of episodes of contention. Recruiting 
participants and broadening both frames and identity facilitates growth from a local to national 




similarity, achieved through the route of diffusion and brokerage. Brokerage relates to linking 
otherwise segregated groups and networks while diffusion entails distributing information or 
services through connected lines of communication. Both pathways lead to attribution 
similarity, a mechanism described as “the mutual identification of actors in different sites as 
being sufficiently similar to justify common action” (McAdam et al., 2001: 334). Essentially, 
“adopters” of information must identify with “transmitters” in order to assimilate and 
accommodate new ideas and adopt new behaviors (McAdam and Rucht, 1993: 63). When 
considering social movements and contentious politics, the attribution of similarity may be as 
minimal as actors sharing the identification as an activist. 
Communications media has become an important aspect and tool of social movements. 
While historically organized through newspapers, pamphlets, and other print media, social 
movement exposure surged in the twentieth century with the development of new technology 
including radio and television (Tilly et al., 2019: 88). Expansive media coverage allowed for a 
broader audience to be reached outside of the figures whom activists were directing their 
claims. New forms of media also facilitated communication of shifting frameworks and claims 
of movements (Tilly et al., 2019: 88). 
Psychology of Activism 
 
The term activist comes from the Latin root, actus, meaning “a doing, a driving force, 
or an impulse.” Political activism takes the shape of many forms from grassroots to global 
movements, conservative to liberal causes, and online to offline involvement. For all intended 
purposes, this paper will employ Curtin and McGarty’s concise definition of an activist as 
someone who “actively works for social or political causes and especially those who work to 




research has outlined the multitude of integrated and complex pathways that exist in the 
process of individuals becoming engaged in collective action. Literature in this field 
increasingly features sociological and psychological perspectives in an endeavor to discover 
the factors that predict and motivate individual engagement in activism in social movements. 
Dr. Lauren Duncan, a professor of political psychology at Smith College, spoke about 
the psychology of protest and activism in a conversation with the American Psychological 
Association (Duncan and Millis, 2020). According to Duncan’s research, the three factors that 
contribute to participation in collective action are injustice, efficacy, and identity. This 
perspective follows that of the social identity model of collective action (SIMCA) that attempts 
to explain what mobilizes people to participate in social movements using an integrated socio- 
psychological approach (van Zomeren et al., 2008). 
A crucial variable when it comes to mobilizing is a sense of systemic injustice 
threatening a social group. Relative deprivation theory (Stouffer et al., 1949; Runciman, 
1966) contends that feelings of deprivation and injustice stem from subjective experiences of 
social comparison. As proposed by Runciman (1996), social comparison specific to group-
based experiences and feelings of injustice is likely to foster collective action. Moreover, 
feelings of unjust group-based inequality invoke functional responses that motivate collective 
action (van Zomeren et al., 2008). 
Additionally, efficacy, in this sense referring to feeling as if one’s actions possess the 
ability to make a difference and that working as a group can produce change, plays a critical 
role in civic engagement. Klandermans (1984) studied the importance of an individual’s 
expectations regarding the outcomes of collective action when predicting participation. 




connotes collective action with effectively producing certain outcomes of success. Beyond 
individualistic models, group efficacy, or the sense that success of addressing grievances 
depends on unified efforts, also predicts collective action (Mummendey et al, 1999). Group 
efficacy intersects with an individual's motivation to participate by creating a feedback loop: 
the greater the belief that a group has the ability to challenge systematic structures, the more 
agency an individual will feel by joining this group and thus, in their capability to make an 
effective difference. 
The concept of identity in the literature on collective action often refers to groups who 
historically have lacked power in society. Social identities play a crucial role when it comes to 
organizing as Duncan explains, “…when people identify with their social group and link their 
fate to the fate of other members of that group, they don't just see themselves as individuals…If 
they have a sense of common fate, if they think that what happens to them will have an impact 
on other members of their group and vice versa, that tends to be their social identity” (Duncan 
and Millis, 2020). Allyship intersects with identity when expanding the realm of what 
constitutes as group membership and what parallel identities can intertwine. For example, a 
White person adopting an anti-racist identity would potentially encourage them to participate in 
movements fighting for justice among groups facing racial discrimination. Furthermore, 
adopting an identity grounded in morality also contributes to a sense of interconnected fate (i.e., 
the injustices Black people face impacts all of society). These types of identities are often 
referred to as politicized identities (Simon and Klandermans, 2001). The causal mechanisms 
behind social identification theory can vary (van Zomeren et al, 2008) as an individual may or 
may not self-identify as an activist before participation (Tufekci, 2017). However, engagement 




has found that outside of the social factors, even shared opinions can serve as a basis for group 
identification (McGarty et al., 2009). 
 
Additional Factors that Affect Engagement 
Outside of psychological aspects and theories regarding engagement, additional 
individual components affect participation as well. An article published in 2019 by the Yale 
Program on Climate Change Communication explored some of the factors that potentially 
influence why some individuals may be more prone than others to become involved in 
activism. The author’s research centered around leading factors that contribute to active 
citizens regarding the topic of climate change. Some of the explanatory elements noted 
included sociodemographics, social circles, political beliefs, exposure to media, views on 
collective efficacy, and perceived barriers and threat level (Ballew et al., 2019). Their study 
consisted of two parallel surveys gauging climate change beliefs and political action among 
Latinos and non- Latino Whites. Their results concluded that Latinos were more likely to have 
contacted government officials than non-Latino Whites. In addition, this study found in both 
groups that risk perception, described in terms of “perceiving global warming as a greater risk 
to oneself, one’s family, other people, future generations, and other species” acted as the 
strongest predictor of citizen activism (Ballow et al., 2019). Risk perception also relates to 
allyship and identity: through individuals adopting a sense of interconnected fate and group 
identification, injustices are transposed to outgroup members. 
Another factor observed in playing a significant role in engagement was individually 
perceived barriers such as “I don’t know which elected officials to contact” (Ballow et al., 
2019). Interestingly, the study also concluded that many Latino and non-Latino White 




grassroot organizational outreach and widespread public understanding when it comes to citizen 
engagement. Klandermans and Oegema (1987) agree that the more barriers removed, the more 
likely motivated individuals will eventually participate in movements. Furthermore, they 
outline four distinct steps when it comes to individual level participation in activism: 
“becoming part of the mobilization potential, becoming target of mobilization attempts, 
becoming motivated to participate, and overcoming barriers to participate” (Klandermans and 
Oegema, 1987: 519). Individuals with mobilization potential are sympathetic to the respective 
social cause and have positive attitudes towards the mission of the movement. In relation, tie-
theory interacts with the formation of collective identity networks: strong, weak, and latent ties 
function as determinants for participation. Weak and latent ties have the potential to gather 
strength through networks. (Cammaerts, 2015: 7). Therefore, mobilization networks act as an 
important part of recruitment with potential participants of activism especially influenced by 
friendship circles. 
Further, a movement’s organizational structure affects the type of engagement it 
promotes. Han makes the succinct distinction between “transformational organizing” and 
“transactional mobilizing” (Han, 2014: 8). Transformational organizing incorporates an 
invested interest in “developing the capacities of people to engage with others in activism and 
become leaders'' (Han, 2014: 8). Conversely, transactional mobilizing instead places emphasis 
on maximining the number of individuals involved in a movement. In her research, Han found 
that chapters of organizations with high-engagement levels worked to achieve both mechanisms 







Social Media & Activism 
Digital communicative technologies present a relatively new and evolving frontier when 
it comes to participating in activism. In the working framework of this research, digital 
communicative technologies refer to networking sites that emphasize interactive engagement 
with information and user-generated content. Some of the most well-known social media 
platforms that enable this type of collaborative community building include Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter, Reddit, and YouTube. These platforms have effectively promoted 
interpersonal political discourse and the opportunity for citizens to engage in movements. 
However, while modern technology is changing the method in which people connect, 
it has not radically altered the foundational concepts of collective action. Before the internet 
existed, activists used pamphlets, literature, and newspapers to disseminate information. 
Online platforms present a modern form of this propagation. A spectrum of engagement exists 
when it comes to social media activism, with many actions falling under the umbrella of low-
cost measures. Cost can refer to expenditure in time, effort, or money. Moreover, low-cost 
measures include reposting informative images or videos or changing one’s social media 
profile picture. High-cost measures may include activities such as making a donation, sending 
a message to a government official, or attending a protest. 
Ongoing debate questions whether social media effectively acts as a tool of engagement 
to encourage sustainable activism and build momentum for social movements. A survey 
conducted in 2018 by Pew Research Center found that a majority of Americans believe digital 
communicative platforms are important for accomplishing a number of political objectives: 




participants felt networked sites enable the development of sustained movements addressing 
social change (Anderson, 2018). 
 
Various perspectives exist among scholars regarding the role of digital spaces in 
activism and social movements. Some adopt a pessimistic view that questions the impact and 
outcomes of engaging online. Optimists zero in on the successes and opportunities interactive 
media platforms produce. However, attempting to classify digital platforms as either “good” or 
“bad” simplifies and diminishes the complexity and inevitable role they will continue to play in 




on what ways social movements can employ modern communicative technology to engage 
actors and build sustainable momentum. This section will consider the ways in which social 
media can facilitate engagement through expanding identity, providing channels of 
communication and resources to mobilize, and enabling ease of participation in collective 
action by diminishing barriers. 
One obvious outcome of the growth of digital communicative technologies is the 
unprecedented speed and breadth of information transmitted on a large scale. Members on these 
platforms have access to real-time events happening across the globe. Dually, the increased 
dissemination of images and videos enables visceral, objective viewing of injustices. This 
aspect of social media speaks to relative deprivation theory, as it points the lens on injustices 
that depict systemic discrimination. Social media circulating this type of content directly 
confronts individuals in the silent majority through making them direct witness to 
discrimination and may embolden them to take action. Furthermore, the increased visibility of 
global injustices through online media contributes to a sense of interconnected fate among 
outgroups. 
Additionally, these platforms provide reservoirs of resources and tools to foster 
engagement. This type of resource enhancement counteracts and dismantles both individual 
physical and perceived barriers to participation (Hampton and Wellman, 2003). Social media 
allows organizations to promote petitions, protests, goals, and educational resources that equip 
users with the tools to partake in various forms of political participation. For example, 
Instagram developed a “Register to Vote” button during the 2020 election season that directed 
individuals to their designated voter registration webpage with one click. Further, many 




respective representatives by simply texting a number or clicking a link. Some scholars contend 
social media provides an unprecedented space for individual participation in “institutional 
processes which are not currently designed to engage citizens in global policy decisions” 
(Boulianne et al., 2020: 209). These mediums connect constituents to their local officials with 
extraordinary ease, opening doors for users who may not necessarily identify as activists but are 
responsive to low- cost measures that stimulate involvement. 
Even low-costs actions online may yield a type of foot-in-the-door effect, with small 
steps eventually leading to high-cost actions offline. The ability for adherents of a certain cause 
to participate through small-scale measures cultivates agency and contributes to personal positive 
affect. The potential of low-cost activism is expressed by Duncan, “Some percentage of people 
will just end up dropping out of it altogether, but this will have an impact. Some percentage of 
people will continue with this. I personally see this as a tipping point” (Duncan and Millis, 
2020). Moreover, the low transactions costs of certain types of actions social media allows for 
may boost participation that has potential to evolve into higher levels of engagement and 
retention of actors. Cammaerts (2015) argues for the potential of low-cost measures to activate 
members and motivate them further, citing the asynchronous and fluid nature of digital platforms 
as a positive aspect of social media participation. 
Attitudinal support is an essential component in order to generate the possibility for 
large-scale mobilization (Klandermans and Oegema, 1987). For example, when considering the 
sheer numbers and momentum that the Black Lives Matter movement garnered in Summer 2020; 
Duncan cites the tipping-point argument. The tipping-point argument contends that, while 
marginalized groups face violence and injustices every day, only when the people who are not 




into wide-scale social change” (Duncan and Millis, 2020). From this perspective, the wide 
audience presence social media provides becomes especially important as movements need to 
appeal to diverse groups of individuals in order to enact change. Additionally, according to data 
collected by Pew Research Center, two-thirds of Americans believe social media provides space 
for the voices of underrepresented groups and issues that otherwise may not receive much 
attention through traditional media outlets (Anderson, 2018). 
Through facilitating connections, social media can foster a sense of community which in 
turn helps expand and form identities. In the advent of what many refer to as Web 2.0 in the late 
nineties, individuals gained the ability to not only access, but interact among servers that enabled 
collaborative sharing experiences among users. These types of platforms contrasted traditional 
media outlets and Web 1.0 where users acted solely as consumers viewing content passively 
rather than actively engaging with it. Online platforms offer anyone with access to the internet 
the opportunity to engage with movements through dispersing campaign messages to their 
personal social circles among other actions. Hwang and Kee-OK surmise, “With communication 
methods becoming more participatory, people are gaining a more developed ability to take 
collective actions” (Hwang and Kee-OK, 2015: 479). Digital platforms act as essential networks 
that can aid in activating latent ties and strengthen weak ties through information and resources 
(Haythornthwaite, 2005). Recent research has additionally linked social media with the potential 
building individual social capital (Vitak et al., 2011; Hwang and Kee-Ok, 2015). Through 
facilitating connections among members, digital spaces create an environment for improving 
social capital through social relationships which in turn increases opportunities to mobilize 




action contributing to a common good becomes an act of personal expression and recognition or 
self-validation” (Bennet and Segerberg, 2012: 752). 
Additionally, the fluid nature of online platforms increases the capacity for movements to 
efficiently relay messages and update information for participants. Furthermore, campaigns 
possess the resources to quickly communicate shifts in frameworks, demands, and goals. This 
ability matched with the widescale audience of online platforms offers the opportunity for 
movements to gain momentum across borders on a global level. Digital communicative tools 
increase the capability to garner large numbers of protesters, in turn empowering movements 
(Tufekci, 20). The creation of large networks and chapters working together additionally can 
contribute to movement spill-over (Meyer and Whittier, 1994). In this sense, digital platforms act 
as arenas for mechanisms such as brokerage and diffusion to occur and potentially enact scale 
shift of movements. Moreover, social media’s range and magnitude enables scale shift which 
transposes contention to new participants (Tarrow, 2014) and increases the mobilization potential 
of the silent majority in this process. 
Online activism promotes offline participation through providing open channels to 
publicize and organize it. In many cases, including the Egyptian uprising and Occupy 
Movement, occupation of online spaces aided in the precursory groundwork that eventually led 
to the occupation of physical spaces (Castells, 2012). Director of the International Department of 
AFL-CIO, Cathy Feingold described how the organization recently participated in and promoted 
a global day of action in solidarity with protesters in Myanmar (Feingold, 2021: Interview). 
Under the coordination of the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) and Council of 
Global Unions (CGU), AFL-CIO and other organizations collaborated in a network advocating 




Global Noise Barrage held on February 11, 2021, encouraged actors to wear red, use the three- 
finger salute, and make noise while protesting outside union offices. Additionally, the campaign 
encouraged the use of hashtags #Workers4Myanmar and #SaveMyanmar to make “noise” on 
social media platforms and call on representatives to denounce the coup. This effort is a potent 
example of how social media acts as a tool for organizations to mobilize individuals offline in 
solidarity for a cause on a global scale. 
Social media enables this type of assembly of demonstrators without necessarily 
requiring traditional or formal structures typically associated with social movements (Greijdanus, 
2020: 49). Furthermore, digital activism may be contributing to a new form of connective action 
related to bottom-up and horizontal mobilization through interconnected personal networks 
(Bennett and Segerberg, 2012). Yet, bottom-up organization has historical roots dating back to 
the pre-19th century and riots during reformation that relied on communication through pamphlets 
and town meetings, contributing to the dynamics of protest much like social media today 
(Greijdanus, 2020: 50). Some literature bases social media’s potential for mobilizing actors in its 
ability to appeal to politicized identities and connect loosely linked supporters (Bennett and 
Segerberg, 2012; Ackland and O’Neil, 2011). However, scholars argue that the role of collective 
identity in engaging actors remains potent with online platforms offering spaces for individuals 
to cultivate and sustain a collective identity (Coretti and Pica, 2015). 
Rohlinger and Bunnage (2018) provide a comprehensive theory, emphasizing the 
multidimensional nature of the relationship between collective identity and communicative 
technologies. Under this model, “the structure of communication; the breadth of its mobilization 
efforts; its goals (which may or may not include collective identity); and supporters’ interest in 




“thinness” of the group (Rohlinger and Bunnage, 2018: 136). A “thick” community relies on 
organizations prioritizing collective identity and interaction that exists both online and offline. 
Thick communities, which often translate into high-cost activism, foster individual agency in 
making organizational decisions and strengthening commitment to the cause. This type of 
composition is often found within local, grassroots groups. Conversely, structures of 
communication that depend less on collective identity result in “thin” identities among adherents. 
Thin identities, resulting typically in low-cost actions, are usually the result of global or national 
mobilization efforts with participation rooted in politicized identities rather than interpersonal 
interaction. This multidimensional relationship re-enforces Han’s assessment of transformative 
organizing versus transactional mobilizing. It is important to note, however, that the type of 
organizational structure movements adopt (and whether they prioritize collective identity) 




While social media can act as an effective tool for movements to mobilize and actors to 
engage, valid criticisms underline factors to be cautious of when using these online platforms. 
The pejorative term “slacktivism”, sometimes also identified as “clicktivism”, refers to 
supporting causes through actions requiring minimal effort while producing a “feel-good” 
effect for the participant (Morozov, 2009). In turn, this can potentially create a problematic 
feedback loop in which one’s desire to be politically involved is satiated without leading to 
tangible impacts through high-cost activism. Dually, those who do engage in slacktivism may 




A parallel critique argues that those who partake in small token actions online are 
simply engaging in performative activism. In this sense, while the intention behind sharing a 
political post may be genuine, the outcome may contribute more so to individual virtue 
signaling rather than constructive allyship. A relevant example of this is Summer 2020 when 
#BlackoutTuesday took social media by storm. In solidarity with protests against racism and 
police brutality, adherents posted a black square on their Instagram account with the hashtag 
#BlackoutTuesday. The initiative was originally created by two music executives, Brianna 
Agyemang and Julia Thomas, who called on those working in the music and entertainment 
industry to pause business and participate in a day of silent protest (Hissong and Millman, 
2020). The call to action broadened and became a national sensation as thousands of users 
shared black boxes and the hashtag. As a result, the intended purpose behind the protest came 
into question as many became skeptical of what the movement was accomplishing outside of 
personal virtue signaling (Coscarelli, 2020). Others pointed out the intuitive observation that 
additional tags used on these posts, such as #BLM and #BlackLivesMatter, actually flooded 
and drowned out educational information and resources under the same hashtags (Coscarelli, 
2020). Professor Pamela Hovland of Yale University noted that the ongoing debate and 
research of online performative activism acts “more broadly as a part of the revision and 
refinement necessary for all successful social movements” (Jenkins, 2020). Furthermore, 
Tufekci (2017) argues for the potential power of symbolic action online under certain contexts: 
signaling to social networks online over time can build momentum in the public sphere that 
shifts societal narratives and culture. Likewise, in recent literature, Jackson and colleagues 




inequality, violence, and citizenship from the margins to the center and into places as crucial as 
presidential agendas” (Jackson et al., 2020: 46). 
A study investigating under what conditions slacktivism is most likely to emerge 
found that engaging in private displays of support, rather than public ones often observed 
online, is more likely to lead to higher consistency in motivation and meaningful 
participation (Kristofferson et al., 2014). The research also concluded that organizations 
could combat slacktivism and profit off public support by “value alignment between 
supporter and cause” (Kristofferson et al., 2014). Under this conceptual framework, 
organizations that focus on developing thick identities and collective action could be more 
successful at recruiting individuals for sustainable, meaningful support. 
Another claim asserts social media reinforces echo-chambers. In broad terms, echo 
chambers are “environments in which the opinion, political leaning, or belief of users about a 
topic gets reinforced due to repeated interactions with peers or sources having similar 
tendencies and attitudes'' (Cinelli et al., 2021: 1). Further, this type of interface can contribute 
to polarization and the spread of misinformation (Cinelli et al., 2021). However, tendencies of 
selective exposure, confirmation bias, and echo chambers have existed long before the 
emergence of social media platforms gained popularity. Therefore, more research needs to be 
done in order to distinguish in what ways online communication technologies may or may not 
influence and exacerbate the formation of echo chambers. A recent study highlights the 
complexity of the relationship, finding that different platforms trigger different dynamics of 
information spreading patterns (Cinelli et al., 2021). 
Additionally, questions of access and power structures remain formidable in studying 




some for expanding the democratic process by letting many voices previously lacking political 
power be heard, scholars warn about the digital gap that may emerge (Schradie, 2019). This 
argument frames the internet as counterintuitively re-enforcing and exacerbating pre-existing 
hierarchical organizations of political entities while grassroot volunteer groups struggle to 
produce the same outcome (Schradie, 2019). Additionally, while outside the scope of this 
paper, aspects of accessibility as well as the commodification and corporatizing of online 
platforms provide areas for further research in this field. 
Future research on the role of social media in the process of engaging individuals 
and bolstering social movements will be crucial as obstacles and barriers continually 
emerge. Concerns regarding power dynamics, accessibility, performative activism, and 
echo chambers can threaten the effectiveness of digital communicative technologies. 
Scholars such as Tufekci (2017) emphasize that it is critical that movements employing 
digital networked approaches must address these challenges in order to succeed in the long 
run. Further, Schradie (2019) argues that it is important to continue studying how 
organizations can effectively use social media as a tool to engage activists and as a force for 
progress: 
As movements and platforms continue to evolve, so must our ways of analyzing 
them… It (the internet) has become the most essential communication medium of our 
times and its hold on us will only grow in the coming years. Its promise is 
extraordinary, but we stand at a moment where it’s no longer clear whether that is a 
promise to be a unifying force, or a promise to divide us irreparably (278). 
Case Profiles 
In order to further examine the individual factors that affect participation in civic 
engagement, I researched the experiences of three well-known activists spanning various 




movements have incorporated social media as a tool to foster engagement and produce social 
and political impacts. 
 
Greta Thunberg – Climate Crisis 
Greta Thunberg, one of this generations most well-known activists, started out with a 
posterboard and a simple message— “Skolstrejk för klimatet” (School Strike for Climate). 
Raised in Stockholm, Sweden, Thunberg first learned about climate change at just eight years 
old. Even at her young age, piqued interest evolved into a passion for climate justice and in 2018 
by age fifteen Thunberg began protesting outside government buildings. With this endeavor, a 
teenager single-handedly took on Swedish government officials, demanding them to meet the 
carbon emission target outlined by the Paris Climate Agreement. Soon, Thunberg was regularly 
missing class on Fridays in order to continue holding strikes and inspiring other young people to 
do the same. Her message spread via social media as the hashtag #FridaysForFurture swept the 
internet. By the end of 2018, students across the globe—from Australia to the United States, 
Japan to the United Kingdom—began demonstrating in the name of climate justice (BBC News, 
2020). 
While some may feel dubious about the credentials of a teenager spearheading the 
climate crisis movement, Thunberg attributes much of her activism and dedication to her 
youth, “It seems like the people in power have given up. They say it’s too hard— it’s too 
much of a challenge. But that’s what we are doing here” (Rodrick, 2020). Additionally, 
Thunberg has expressed that, as a consequence of understanding the severity of the climate 
crisis, a surge of existential dread pushed her to mobilize. In an article published by The 
Guardian, Thunberg conveyed this sentiment, writing “Why should any young person be 




2018). Thunberg’s activism embodies many of the aforementioned factors affecting 
engagement including a sense of interconnected fate, high sense of risk perception, and group 
identification rooted in environmentalism and morality. Social media played an especially 
interesting role in the development of Thunberg’s activism; as someone diagnosed with 
Asperger’s syndrome, Thunberg expressed her tendency to remain quiet when speaking with 
her peers in school, however, social media provided a platform for Thunberg to speak with the 
whole world with little hesitation (Haynes, 2020). Her rise to prominence, what many media 
outlets labeled “The Greta Effect” (Webzine, 2019), exemplifies the capability of social media 
platforms to disseminate information that in turn initiate offline engagement. 
Thunberg gained a global audience over Twitter as she implored government officials 
to institute policy addressing greenhouse gas emissions. In the time between her speech at the 
U.N Climate Change Conference in December 2019 and October 2020, Thunberg’s Twitter 
following had grown by 4,000% (Haynes, 2020) with her following as of April 2021 close to 
5 million users (Greta Thunberg Twitter Account). These numbers have proven to translate 
into engagement offline, with an estimated 1.6 million students across 133 countries 
participating in a climate strike on March 15, 2019 (Haynes, 2020). Momentum continued to 
build for the movement and in September 2019, six million people organized across the globe 
during a week of climate strikes (Taylor and Watts, 2019). 
Recent studies collecting and dissecting Twitter communications analyze the potent 
aspects of social media in particular that aided in Thunberg’s rise as an influential political 
figure (Jung et al., 2020). As social media provides a direct communication channel between 
constitutes and figures in power, issues can gain exposure as information disseminates in 




retweeted tweet is expected to reach 1,000 additional users (Kwak et al., 2010). Therefore, it 
can be logically assumed a tweet or retweet from a user with more followers reaches a wider 
audience. In Thunberg’s case, the study concluded that by actively retweeting her message, 
established prominent figures and organizations contributed to the young activist’s exposure 
(Jung et al., 2020). The study’s second conclusion found that the nature of digital 
communication platforms “provide the opportunity for minority groups to communicate with 
other parties directly, rather than relying on traditional media, to broadcast their events and 
thoughts” (Jung et al., 2020: 15). Additionally, Thunberg’s case provides insight on trends in 
youth engagement in activism. Young people are increasingly becoming involved with “ad-
hoc, issue-oriented, non- electoral, and personalized” forms of activism (Boulianne et al., 
2020: 209). Social media platforms act as an efficient arena for these types of engagement that 
can in turn influence government decisions. 
 
Angela Davis – Civil Rights 
Considering the remarkable political and academic work of Angela Davis, it proves 
impossible to limit the icon by just one title. Activist, scholar, educator, former political 
prisoner: those are only of the few descriptors to encompass her life. Born and raised in 
Alabama, Davis was exposed to disturbing acts of discrimination from a young age. The homes 
in her neighborhood were terrorized by the Ku Klux Klan so often, the area received the labeled 
“Dynamite Hill'' (Biography.com Editors, 2018). Davis’s mother was a national officer of the 
Southern Negro Youth Congress, an organization with ties to the Communist Party (Bhavnani, 
1989). As a child, Davis witnessed her mother and members of her community being forced 




experiences during her formative years prompted Davis to become involved in community 
organizing from a young age. 
While attending high school in New York, Davis ventured on her own path of activism, 
joining a youth group associated with the Communist Party at just fifteen years old. She later 
would become involved with the Black Liberation Movement, a group also affiliated with 
Communism, before eventually joining the party herself (Bhavnani, 1989). Davis continued her 
education, attending Brandeis University where she graduated magna cum laude and studying 
abroad in both Germany and Paris (Tellefsen and Sueyoshi, 2018). In 1968, she earned a 
master’s degree from University of California, San Diego, where she was a founding member of 
UCSD’s Black Student Union (Quizon, 2019). Around this time, Davis became affiliated with 
the Blank Panthers and Che-Lumumba Club, an all-Black branch of the Communist Party 
(Tellefsen and Sueyoshi, 2018). Her ties with these groups would result in Davis being removed 
from her first faculty position at the University of California, Los Angeles (Biography.com 
Editors, 2018). 
One of Davis’s activism pursuits involved seeking justice for the Soledad Brothers – 
George Jackson, Fleeta Drumgo, and John Clutchette – three prisoners accused of killing a 
guard following an event where three Black men were shot by another guard (UCLA 
Department of Information Studies, 2020). Many felt that the charges waged against the 
Soledad Brothers were more likely due to their revolutionary political opinions and color of 
their skin rather than actual evidence. Davis was a crusader in the Brothers fight for freedom. In 
August 1970, Jackson’s younger brother, Jonathan, staged an escape attempt that resulted in 
several casualties. The weapons used by Jonathon were purchased by Davis for self-protection 




she would be found complicit and wrongly convicted on the counts of kidnapping and murder, 
Davis went underground which resulted in her placement on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted List. 
Her eventual capture in New York led to her imprisonment in county jail for over a year as she 
awaited trial without bail. During this time, Davis became a revolutionary symbol of the Black 
Power as a public movement calling to “Free Angela Davis'' ignited across the world. A trial 
ensued in 1972 over the span of three months that concluded with Davis being found not guilty 
on all counts (UCLA Department of Information Studies, 2020). 
When it comes to her own experiences with activism, Davis points to the importance of 
both collective identity as well as connection and exposure to varying perspectives and 
resources. In an interview with Vanity Fair, Davis rooted her work in collective action, 
expressing, “I think about it as a collective experience, because I would not have made those 
arguments or engaged in those kinds of activisms if there were no other people doing it” 
(DuVernay, 2020). Through providing a space for mechanisms such as diffusion and brokerage 
to transpire, digital communicative platforms increase opportunities for new participants to 
adopt strengthen ties and identities. In Davis’s view, change happens as a result of “the pressure 
that masses of people, ordinary people, exert on the existing state of affairs” (DuVernay, 2020) 
which has been facilitated through the use of online platforms. 
Activism during the Black Power Movement in the 1960s was defined by the power of 
the photograph. With greater accessibility and popularity of recording devices, visual social 
media posts continue to expose the cruelty of discrimination to a global audience. Davis 
underlined, for instance, the tangible grief and outrage of people of all racial backgrounds after 
collectively bearing witness to the murder of George Floyd through videos circulated on digital 




In a talk on social justice at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, Davis posited the 
ways in which social media can aid in developing richer movements. On an individual scale, 
Davis emphasized the potential for digital communicative platforms to build solidarity and 
agency among users (Decaille, 2015). Specifically, she underlined the ability of communities of 
color to engage online to share their experiences (Decaille, 2015). The parallel between 
activists for Palestine and protestors in Ferguson, MO, illustrates the role of social media in 
connecting individuals and movements, Davis explained, “Palestinian activists who saw on 
social media images of the same tear gas canisters [in Ferguson, MO], canisters used against 
them in Gaza — they tweeted out really interesting advice, and that was the beginning of an 
amazing relationship” (Decaille, 2015). From an institutional standpoint, Davis affirmed the use 
of social media as a tool for organizing and educating (Decaille, 2015). 
 
Tarana Burke – Me Too Movement 
In 2006, Tarana Burke founded JustBe, Inc., a non-profit organization offering 
empowerment and guidance to young women of color. It was in the same year Burke started a 
Myspace page in the hopes of fostering a community for sexual assault survivors. 
Unbeknownst at the time, this page would be the foundation of the “Me Too” movement 
(Ohlheiser, 2017). Burke, born into a low-income family in The Bronx, New York, began 
organizing in her community from a young age. Burke’s participation in activism was 
encouraged through developing a sense of agency. During a speech given at Saint Mary’s 
College, she described one of her first encounters with activism being a conference she 
organized to call for representation of Black youth in New York. Burke recalled, “It was the 




people, that I could do something about the things that I saw in my community” (Rapadas, 
2018). 
After attending Alabama State University, she began working for 21st Century Youth 
Leadership Movement. As a survivor of rape and sexual assault, Burke identified with the 
many women she met through this organization who shared similar experiences. This 
collective identity inspired her to focus her efforts on supporting survivors of sexual abuse, 
with a focus on providing resources for women of color (Alexander, 2020). Burke acted as a 
camp counselor in the 1990s where she met a young girl named Heaven who confided in her 
about the sexual abuse she endured at home. At the time, Burke felt she could not find the 
right words to support Heaven and referred her to another camp counselor (Burke, 2019). This 
interaction, among the many other conversations with Black young women regarding 
experiences with sexual assault, stuck with Burke and drove her to take meaningful action in 
providing resources for survivors –especially within marginalized communities. The moment 
with Heaven left Burke wishing she had been able to simply say “Me too” and lead to the 
creation of the movement.  
In October 2017, actress Alyssa Milano used Twitter to encourage survivors of sexual 
assault to share their stories with the hashtag MeToo (notedly without referencing its origins). 
Within weeks, the #MeToo was used over 12 million times across social media platforms 
(“Tarana Burke”, 2018). According to a study conducted by Pew Research Center, the 
#MeToo had been mentioned more than 19 million times on Twitter from the date of Miliano’s 
tweet to September 2018 (“Tarana Burke”, 2018). Burke and others have cautioned not to 
mistake the hashtag with the groundwork the movement itself has been doing over the years 




propelling the de- stigmatization of sexual assault, increasing visibility for the movement, and 
providing spaces and resources for survivors. In Burke’s words, “Peoples’ hearts and minds 
are changing. We can shift culture if we work in unison” (“Our Pain”, 2019). 
The dialogue created through platforms such as Twitter during the rise of the Me Too 
movement equipped many with the language, resources, and community to share experiences 
and support survivors. Social media platforms became a forum to expose the pervasive, 
institutionally enabled gender-based violence experienced especially by women. In 
#HashtagActivism, Jackson, concludes: 
The networks that form around women employing hashtags to talk about gendered 
violence on Twitter become spaces where a growing number of people, connected by 
their use of hashtags and the shared trauma that inspired their deployment, can 
amplify the same kinds of feminist critiques that have often had only limited or elite 
reach. This practice has led to the creation of networks that offer cathartic release and 
solidarity among those sharing stories of victimization and survival while making 





In a series of interviews, I had the opportunity to speak with activists working with 
organizations that aim to produce social change and recruit participants. The aim of these 
interviews was to further investigate the roots of advocacy work, theories of change, factors 
that enable engagement, and the potential for online platforms in activism moving forward. 
The organizations featured in this section include AFL-CIO—the American Federation of 
Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations, MADRE—an international women’s human 
rights organization, and IPS—the Institute of Policy Studies. 
In the interviews conducted, common threads of personal engagement in activism 




All of the activists interviewed expressed that their interest in social justice and politics 
began at a young age, leading to their eventual involvement organizing in local communities. 
Diana Duarte, the Director of Policy and Strategic Engagement at MADRE, recalled one of 
her first political actions as writing an article for the school newspaper in elementary school 
regarding the unfair accreditation of Christopher Columbus discovering America. She noted 
that recognizing and understanding roles in society while challenging narratives that are 
harmful aided in her early formation of political participation (Duarte, 2021: Interview). 
The theory of change organizations adopt when addressing issues varies based on their 
respective goals and frameworks. Cathy Feingold, Director of the International Department of 
the AFL-CIO, identified the redistribution and rebalancing of power as a major component of 
the organization’s mission (Feingold, 2021: Interview). To achieve this, the people who are 
impacted by policy must be involved in shaping it through collective bargaining in order to 
create greater equity for all (Feingold, 2021: Interview). This sentiment was echoed in 
MADRE’s theory of change by Duarte, which focuses on connecting with women-led 
organizations around the world to meet urgent needs and support local women’s participation in 
shaping policy (Duarte, 2021: Interview). Further, Duarte spoke of MADRE’s formation in 
1983 when a group of women activists traveled to Nicaragua during the Contra War. When they 
returned to the U.S., it was especially important to the founders of MADRE to share 
information and create pressure to shape and demand change from the U.S. government 
(Duarte, 2021: Interview). Additionally, Khury Petersen-Smith, a research fellow at the IPS, 
explained the organization’s goal to provide resources and create partnerships with social 




These interviews re-enforced several ways in which digital communicative platforms act 
effectively in encouraging engagement. Across the board, social media was cited as a powerful 
tool for connecting groups of people and providing educational resources to bolster 
participation. Duarte emphasized the promise of digital spaces when it comes to creating 
common threads between individuals across borders that lead to an overarching sense of 
interconnected fate (Duarte, 2021: Interview). Similarly, Petersen-Smith contended that 
collective empathy plays an important role when it comes to individual motivators. As an 
example, he cited the outpour of protest and outage from non-migrant individuals following the 
information and photos released regarding family separation at the U.S. border (Petersen-Smith, 
2021: Interview). In this sense, witnessing acts of violence through online platforms increase 
the sense of systemic injustices for people not directly affected. Additionally, Feingold also 
mentioned accessibility features, such as translation services, as another pivotal communication 
tool sites such as Facebook offer (Feingold, 2021: Interview). Another noted positive aspect of 
online platforms was the ability to efficiently coordinate campaigns and transpose frameworks, 
especially on a global scale. Both Feingold and Petersen-Smith cited being active in online 
group messaging services to coordinate and send updates on campaigns and policy strategies. 
Further, organizations can update and disseminate their evolving goals and demands for the 
subjects of their claims and members (Feingold, 2021: Interview).  
Duarte provided an especially potent example of a collaborative seminar uniting allies 
transnationally that was made possible thanks to virtual communicative platforms. In October 
2020, fearing that the Trump administration would try to undermine the democratic foundations 
of electoral politics, MADRE participated in a virtual workshop that connected activists across 




the threat of eroded democracy gave input on ground strategies for activists in America. This 
workshop provided participants with an educational opportunity to gain practical knowledge 
when it comes to occupying physical spaces. In general, interviewees expressed optimism for 
the potential of social media to act as one of the many crucial parts of a strategic hybrid 
campaign to encourage civic engagement. As Petersen-Smith succinctly pointed out—questions 
regarding how to get people involved in movements have plagued activists for decades, yet 
social media is gaining momentum as a modern entry point for people to “plug in” to political 
structures (Petersen-Smith, 2021: Interview). 
 
Conclusions & Areas of Further Study 
  The emergence of collaborative digital communicative platforms offers nuanced ways for 
people to engage in activism and for movements to recruit new participants. This research 
focused on two levels of analysis: how online platforms are enhancing individual engagement 
and agency, and how institutions can enhance their movements through incorporating social 
media in their structures. Social media facilitates the spread of information on a wide scale, the 
dismantling of barriers through resource enhancement, and building collective identities through 
connecting users. Movements such as School Strikes for Climate, the Black Lives Matter 
Movement, and the Me Too Movement, demonstrate the potential for online platforms to aid in 
mobilizing both online and offline. 
While some scholars may adopt a pessimistic view of social media activism and focusing 
on its limitations (i.e. Slacktivism, performative activism), the fact of the matter is that new 




continue research in this area so organizations can adopt the most effective ways to utilize social 
media as a tool for change. 
As communicative technology continues to develop a growing role in politics, questions 
of accessibility, surveillance, and commodification of digital spaces will continue to arise. While 
the analysis in this research was limited to populations with access to digital devices and social 
media, further research must be done to understand new barriers such as uneven distribution and 
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